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This approach to understanding  
a school’s culture requires hiring 
an outside consultant to conduct  
the audit in order to reduce the 
participants’ fear of  disclosure.   
A more “do-it-yourself” method  
is described in MI-Map Packet  
3:1 “Developing a Climate/Culture 
Committee.” Check both out 
before deciding.

It’s about TIME

• Allow the consultant a two-
week window to collect, 
analyze and report the  
results of your cultural audit.

• The audit debrief  can be 
completed in one hour.

• Book clubs or study groups 
should be given a minimum  
of  four one-hour sessions.

Potential CosTs

• Hiring a consultant could  
range from $300 to $5000.  

• $100 for refreshments might 
help set the tone for the  
debrief  session with  
community members.

• Book Clubs to continue 
dialogue may need $100 to 
$1000 for support/supplies.

tending to the spirit/Culture

Auditing and Understanding 
Your School’s Culture
Why go this route?

• Because by auditing your school’s culture, you can discover   
the extent to which culture influences the behavior of your  
school community.

• Because you can identify barriers to academic success.

• Because you can assess staff  readiness for change and  
guide the change process.

• Because you can identify the espoused values and underlying 
beliefs within the school community.

• Because you can create/reinforce the school’s vision.

you’ll Know you’ve arrived When…

• Staff  has identified the characteristics of  the school culture.

• The school community has dialogued about shared values and 
beliefs about the school.

• Barriers to student learning at your school have been identified 
and reduced or eliminated.

• Staff  has a plan for strengthening cultural weak spots needing 
improvement in your school.

• Staff  has written the school’s own story in a way that conveys   
a clear message about the school’s values.

• Staff  knows how it intends to actualize the school’s vision  
by initiating strategies built on the school’s cultural values.



the process

A step-by-step guide    

to auditing your school’s  

culture  to see what values   

are shaping your practices.

note: Steps marked with a   

are accompanied by one or more  

inserts, included in this packet.

 Inserts for this packet are organized differently from other packets. For coherence,  
 we’ve grouped a survey (for Step 1) with its interpretation guide (for Step 4) and  
 possible interventions (for Step 6) for 5 different topics. 

 INSERTS for Step 5 are on the last 3 pages.

 review the various types of school culture audits to find those that best  
 suit your school. One size does not fit all.

 Five surveys or interviews you might want your consultant to pursue are lettered A-E.  
 Each one is accompanied by an intervention and analysis guide (for Step 4) and  
 suggested action plans (for Step 6). Charge a team to become familiar with the  
 possibilities and oversee the work of the cultural auditor you’ll hire in Step 2.  
 See MI-Map Packet 8:1 “Developing Decision Making Teams” for a template “charge”  
 that will clarify exactly what this team is responsible for.  

 2 hire an outside “cultural auditor” who will gather confidential 
information and aggregate it for community discussion.

 MI-Map Packet 7:2 “Finding Sources of Support for Job-Embedded Professional  
 Development” suggests a process for hiring an expert. See the Michigan  
 Department of Eduction MI Excel website for a listing of experienced, state trained  
 and approved coaches who see their work as supporting and building leadership  
 capacity, not pushing any particular strategy or reform approach.  
 http://www.michigan.gov/mde/0,1607,7-140-6530_30334-103288--,00.html

 3 arrange time for the school community to participate in the 
audit interview process. 

 Schedule time and assist the cultural auditor by making introductions, arranging  
 comfortable space and organizing materials and perhaps refreshments for the  
 interviews. Set up a process for collecting surveys confidentially and getting  
 them to the cultural auditor for analysis and aggregation.

 4 set up a community-wide debrief session at which  
all sectors of the community can hear the results. Take time 
to celebrate strengths and discuss how to capitalize on them. 
Ask participants to give input about probable interventions for 
weaknesses identified through the audit process.

 INSERTS A-E for Step 4 suggest analysis processes for the types of surveys in  
 Step 1. The team working with the cultural auditor should meet ahead of time  
 to hear audit results and plan the agenda for the community debrief.

 5 publish a simple cultural values statement or “school 
story” based on the results of  the culture survey. 

 Involve the full community in this process. INSERTS A-C for Step 5 outline   
 a process for developing material for and publishing your school’s “story.” 

 6  agree on an action plan for addressing the issues that seem 
important to the community.

 INSERTS A–C for Step 6 follow up on Step 4 analysis with suggestions for   
 interventions you might want to implement. Or your culture committee may   
 identify your school’s interventions. 

 7 Formalize a plan for on-going dialogue about organizational 
culture and its effect on performance. For instance, consider study 
groups or book clubs.
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getting more mileage from    
auditing your school’s culture

How reflecting together about the values that    

are underlying school practices can benefit    

your school in regard to the following initiatives:

Elementary and secondary Education Act (EsEA)

• Just as ESEA asks teachers to use data to drive 
instructional decisions, so do building leaders need to 
move beyond acting on the basis of  feelings alone. Data 
on school climate/culture must be collected, analyzed, 
and used to plan and implement change in our schools.

state Accreditation system

• A school cultural audit could serve as evidence that 
schools are meeting criteria for multiple performance 
indicators.

Michigan Continuous school Improvement Process (Mi-CsI) 

Michigan school Improvement Framework

The Mi-CSI process includes 

the Comprehensive Needs 

Assessment. This tool will help 

schools gather, study, and use 

tools to measure achievement 

and perceptions. A school can 

add its own cultural audit data 

to its collection of surveys as 

additional information to be 

analyzed when developing the 

school’s improvement plan.



 

resources

Office of School Improvement                                                         

www.michigan.gov/mde

Ex-Officio
Rick Snyder, Governor
Michael P. Flanagan, Superintendent   
of Public Instruction

Compliance With Federal Law
The Michigan Department of Education complies   
with all Federal laws and regulations prohibiting  
discrimination, and with all requirements and   
regulations of the U.S. Department of Education. 

Michigan State Board of Education
John C. Austin, President
Casandra E. Ulbrich, Vice President
Nancy Danhof, Secretary
Marianne Yared McGuire, Treasurer
Richard Zeile, NASBE Delegate
Kathleen N. Straus
Daniel Varner
Eileen Lappin Weiser

Books, Articles, Websites

The Power of  Full Engagement

Jim Loehr and Tony Schwartz. New York: 
Free Press, 2003.

Just as athletes train, play and then 
recover, these authors advocate 
balancing stress and recovering in 
all facets of  life and leadership.

The school Culture Assessment

Gary Phillips. Issaquah, WA: National 
School Improvement, Inc., 2000.

This manual offers a practical  
outline of procedures for assessing 
the culture of  a school and for  
building a new “culture of  improve-
ment” where collegiality, trust  
and self-determination exist for all 
members of  the school community. 

“The Creation of Company Cultures:  
The Role of  stories and Human 
Resource systems”

A. Wilkins. Human Resource   
Management Spring 1984: 23-4.

People

Intermediate School Districts/RESAs 
can serve as a resource. 

For more information, contact:

Michigan Department of  Education

Office of  Education   
Improvement and Innovation
517-241-3147

School Improvement Unit
517-373-8480

Curriculum and Instruction Unit
517-241-4285

Office of  Assessment  
and Accountability
517-373-0048

Office of  Early Childhood  
and Family Services
517-241-3592

Office of  Field Services
517-373-3921

Office of  Professional Preparation 
and Teacher Certification
517-373-6505

Office of  Special Education  
and Early Intervention Services
517-373-9433

www.michigan.gov/mde

